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A Zenana  Party  ^ 

By  Miss  GRACE  STEPHENS 


I WRITE  now  about  my  Zenana  party  of  which 
you  are  anxious  to  hear.  Oh,  it  was  such  a 
party!  As  soon  as  I learned  boxes  were  to 
be  sent,  our  Zenana  pupils  were  told  that  in  con- 
sideration of  aU  the  time  and  money  our  American 
friends  had  spent  upon  them,  the  gifts  would  be 
distributed  as  prizes,  and  that  at  the  close  of  the 
year  there  would  be  an  examination.  “An  exam- 
ination! Anything  but  thal\"  Under  other  cir- 
cumstances such  an  announcement  would  be 
sufficient  to  close  books  and  request  us  to  discon- 
tinue our  visits  — but  the  boxes,  and  their  mysterious 
contents!  I pitied  them  when  receiving  the  code 
which  they  looked  at  according  to  their  several 
standards  — so  much  Scripture,  so  many  Bible 
verses.  Catechism,  etc.,  would  be  required. 
It  is  very  hard  for  a Hindu  woman,  who  has  never 
been  taught  to  memorize  anything  in  her  life, 
to  measure  up  to  such  a standard;  but  their 
perseverance  was  marvelous,  and  with  each  visit 
we  could  mark  advance. 

On  arrival  of  the  boxes  we  began  the  examina- 
tions; and  it  was  work,  I do  assure  you.  The  five 
districts  through  which  our  women  are  scattered 
had  to  be  gone  through,  and  every  one  of  the  pupils, 
old  and  yoimg,  examined.  There  were  to  be  first, 
second  and  third  prizes,  and  the  scenes  in  the 
Zenanas  ranged  from  grave  to  gay.  There  were 
a good  many  entitled  to  first  prizes,  and,  alas! 
a good  many  to  third.  A note  from  the  examiner’s 
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book  will  show  what  was  required  for  the  first 
prize.  “1st  standard  — Read  well;  committed 
to  memory  and  repeated  almost  perfectly  the  Lord’s 
Prayer,  Ten  Commandments,  Beatitudes,  23rd 
Psalm,  103rd  Psalm,  Parable  of  the  Virgins,  Para- 
ble of  the  Good  Samaritan,  13th  chapter  of  James, 
Hymns.’’  Women  entitled  to  the  third-class  prize 
had  memorized  the  Lord’s  Prayer,  23rd  Psalm,  or 
Ten  Commandments.  It  meant  a good  deal  for 
the  women  to  consent  to  the  examination,  and  we 
leave  the  results  with  our  good  Father,  who  can  by 
His  Holy  Spirit  apply  the  precious  truths  they 
have  committed  to  their  hearts  and  consciences. 

It  was  worth  much  to  see  these  women  with 
bowed  heads  and  closed  eyes  repeating,  and  I 
believe  many  of  them  were  praying,  the  Lord’s 
Prayer.  They  have,  some  of  them,  drawn  much 
conafort  from  the  23rd  Psalm,  and  the  Command- 
ments are  influencing  their  minds  and  lives. 

Examinations  over,  we  found  it  difficult  to  grade 
the  contents  of  the  boxes  into  first,  second  and  third 
prizes  — I mean  what  the  women  woifld  consider 
as  such;  and  then  it  was  difBcult  to  discriminate 
the  same  kind  of  articles  into  graded  prizes.  We 
had  to  be  very  wise,  for  if  any  difierences  were  made 
in  the  selection  a woman  would  quarrel  right  on 
the  spot  with  the  one  who  she  thought  had  a better 
prize  than  her  own,  and  it  was  the  work  of  days 
to  select  and  mark.  It  was  soon  found  that  the 
tree  so  kindly  sent  us  from  the  Government  garden 
was  not  sufficient,  and  that  we  would  have  to  pro- 
cure another,  for  we  were  determined  that  no  one 
should  go  away  disappointed.  What  beauties 
the  trees  were,  when  loaded  with  their  beautiful 
gifts  and  what  a task  we  had  in  hanging  them! 
While  we  were  thus  engaged  the  women  were  full 
of  anticipations.  Some  of  their  questions  were  very 
amusing,  "How  could  they  send  a tree?”  “How 
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could  they  get  it  on  board  ship?”  “Is  the  tree 
to  be  the  only  prize?"  Not  one  of  these  women 
had  ever  seen  a Christmas  tree  — no  wonder  they 
were  curious. 

But  at  length  the  day  came,  and  with  it  the 
women,  some  of  them  before  we  were  ready  to 
exhibit.  Never  did  I expect  to  see  such  a scene 
in  our  Home  — a perfect  sea  of  heads.  We  had 
issued  200  invitations,  but  there  must  have  been 
fully  400  — all  castes,  all  conditions,  all  mingling 
freely,  and  so  happy.  Many  of  them,  when  they 
first  came,  were  very  shy,  and  would  scarcely 
lift  their  heads;  but  they  must  inspect  the  trees, 
and  lost  in  admiration  their  diffidence  wore  off 
and  they  were  quite  at  home.  Then  what  a Babel! 
The  only  way  to  silence  them  was  to  tell  them 
that  not  a gift  would  be  taken  from  the  tree  till  they 
were  quiet.  Then  we  told  them  what  those  richly 
laden  trees  represented  — LOVE.  That  our  Father 
prompted  by  love,  had  given  his  son  to  be  the  Savior 
of  the  world;  that  their  American  friends,  prompted 
by  love,  had  sent  these  gifts  to  make  them  happy 
and  lead  them  to  the  blessed  Savior.  They  listened 
attentively  and  feelingly,  and  joined  us  in  singing 
“Come  to  Jesus."  Many  had  been  taught  it  in 
their  Zenanas.  They  were  much  impressed  by 
the  singing,  and  many  referred  to  it  afterwards. 
This  was  followed  by  the  distribution,  and  the 
Babel  was  renewed.  Fortunately  we  had  placed 
strong  barriers  around  the  trees  or  they  woidd 
have  been  demolished  in  short  order.  But  all 
passed  off  smoothly,  and  each  one  was  satisfied. 

When  laying  our  plans,  we  thought  to  have 
the  prizes  taken  from  the  tree  by  “Father  Christ- 
mas;” but  this  was  to  be  a Zenana  party,  and  there 
could  not  be  even  the  suspicion  of  a man's  presence, 
so  we  decided  to  have  a “Mother  Christmas.” 
Now  I am  sure  you  Americans  have  never  intro- 
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duced  that  feature  into  your  Christmas  celebra- 
tions. We  woidd  like  to  send  you  her  photo,  but 
she  could  not  be  persuaded  into  a sitting.  Dear 
old  Mother!  With  her  long  nose,  tumed-up  chia, 
and  bright  complexion,  she  looked  very  trim, 
attired  in  her  muslin  cap,  short  skirt  and  pretty 
shawl,  as  she  stood  beside  the  tree.  The  women 
were  greatly  amused,  and  thought  at  first  she  was 
a very  large,  extraordinary  American  doll.  They 
think  every  thing  that  is  wonderful  must  come 
from  America.  The  heat  was  oppressive  to  the 
old  lady,  and  she  had  to  use  freely  both  hands  and 
voice  till  the  trees  were  stripped. 

The  women  were  so  engaged  with  their  gifts 
that  they  were  reluctant  to  leave  the  room  and 
enjoy  the  other  pleasures  we  had  arranged  for 
them.  However,  they  came,  and  we  helped  them 
from  our  table  to  biscioits  and  fruits  which  they 
received  and  ate  freely  — no  thought  of  caste  then. 
I recalled  the  time  when  I had  been  severely  rebuked 
by  a Brahmin  lady  because  I had  put  a fruit  to 
my  mouth  in  her  presence  and  in  her  house.  She 
had  given  me  the  fruit,  after  telling  me  how  she 
had  reared  it  in  her  own  garden  and  kept  it  for  me. 
I thought  she  would  be  pleased  to  see  me  enjoy  it, 
but  alas,  the  indignation!  These  social  gatherings 
are  worMng  a mighty  change,  breaking  down  the 
adamantine  walls  of  caste  and  prejudice.  A Brah- 
min widow  used  often  come  to  our  table  last  year 
while  we  were  having  our  meals,  and  though  she 
did  not  dare  eat  with  us,  on  accoimt  of  the  servants 
we  knew  well  her  seeming  adherence  to  caste  prin- 
ciples was  only  seeming. 

We  are  especially  happy  when  the  Tamil  Brah- 
mins come  to  us,  they  are  very  strict.  One  of 
them,  some  time  ago,  was  exceedingly  anxious 
to  see  our  Home,  and  yet  not  quite  so  anxious 
to  be  contaminated:  so  ^e  came  at  last  near  the 
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house,  but  I could  not  persuade  her  to  even  step 
into  our  verandah,  but  she  stood  outside  peeping 
this  way  and  that  as  best  she  could.  All  that  is 
gone  now.  As  I write,  there  lie  on  my  table  two 
post-cards,  received  a while  ago  from  Brahmin 
gentlemen,  asking  me  to  appoint  a time  when 
I would  receive  them  with  their  wives  and  sisters. 
What  advancement  this  indicates!  The  invita- 
tions specified  from  2 to  5,  but  our  guests  remained 
long  after  that,  and  seemed  loth  to  depart. 

Now  that  the  party  is  over,  they  are  talking 
much  about  it,  many  of  them  regretting  the  way 
they  behaved  — clamoring  for  their  gifts,  calling 
out  their  names,  and  telling  what  grade  of  prize 
their  examination  entitled  them  to.  The  noise 
was  so  great  at  times  that  we  had  to  ring  the  large 
school  bell  to  command  silence,  and  these  were 
ladies. 

I have  been  deeply  touched  by  the  letters  I 
have  received  from  many  of  them,  expressing 
their  gratitude  for  all  that  was  done  for  them, 
both  here  and  in  America,  and  many  of  them  invoke 
the  blessing  of  our  God  upon  such  friends  and 
upon  our  work.  As  we  think  of  those  400  women 
under  our  roof  that  day,  we  thank  God  that  He 
made  it  possible  for  us  to  receive  them  and  have 
the  opportunity  to  tell  of  His  unspeakable  Gift. 
Ours  is  a beautiful,  large  Home,  and  the  wonder 
to  many  is  how  we  get  it  at  such  low  rent,  but 
our  Father  knoweth  what  things  we  have  need  of. 
He  took  it  right  away  from  the  heathen,  and 
placed  us  here  where  we  have  a Christian  home 
and  a Christian  orphanage,  and  we  give  a wel- 
come to  the  high-bom  Brahmin  and  the  famine- 
stricken  baby.  In  this  building  fifty  souls  of  us 
abide  — all  the  workers,  principal  teasers,  orphans 
— and  it  enables  us  to  live  more  cheaply,  better, 
and  help  one  another  in  our  work  as  we  could  not 
otherwise  do.  Indeed,  were  it  not  for  this,  our 
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funds  would  have  run  out  many  a time.  From 
the  boxes  which  have  arrived  more  recently  we 
hope  to  have  other  and  similar  gatherings,  and 
it  all  helps  to  spread  the  gospel  of  His  kingdom. 
But  the  question  comes,  How  long  can  we  rent 
this  building!  Others  desire  to  have  it,  and  recently 
two  different  parties  told  me  they  intend  to  buy  it. 
I know  they  meant  just  what  they  said,  and  they 
have  the  money,  and  the  question  will  obtrude. 
What  would  we  do  then?  Oh  that  it  might  be 
purchased  for  us!  Then  would  we  have  a perma- 
nent habitation,  and  not  be  anxious  over  the  pros- 
pect of  possible  removal.  Could  not  — will  not 
each  one  who  has  sent  us  a gift  put  by  a little  sum 
that  can  go  toward  this  object  when  it  has  been 
properly  estimated  for? 

The  Zenana  party  has  created  a wonderful 
interest  in  our  work,  and  women  are  calling  to  us 
from  all  quarters.  The  desire  for  instruction 
from  those  heretofore  indifferent  is  so  great  that 
we  have  erased  from  our  list  53  names  — women 
who  have  passed  their  examinations  — that  we 
may  go  to  those  entirely  untaught.  This  causes 
great  lamentation  among  the  old  pupils,  but  as 
our  force  is  not  yet  sufficient  to  serve  all  it  seems 
best  to  do  as  we  have  done.  If  I had  more  funds 
I could  have  more  workers.  They  are  here  and 
trained,  but  I am  afraid  to  assume  their  support. 
It  is  hard  to  deny  such  opportunities  as  these: 
one  woman  promised  us  the  names  of  ten  others 
desirous  to  become  pupils,  if  we  would  teach  her, 
and  the  poor  village  woman  who  came  to  the 
Home  seeking  light.  Our  workers  were  a little 
nervous  when  our  plan  including  examinations 
was  proposed,  fearing  it  would  close  Zenanas, 
but  the  fears  were  groundless,  and  the  code  is 
being  taken  up  again. 

We  send  our  many  thanks  to  each  one  who 
has  helped  in  this  good  work. 
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